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The Mexican telephone company TELMEX, whose bid to buy Guatemala's state-owned telephone
company was turned down in 1997, has taken over the system by purchasing it from the current
owner in a private sale. The governing party wants an investigation. The prosecutor in the Bishop
Juan Gerardi murder case has found new evidence against one of the suspects, a former presidential
bodyguard. Governing party deputies in Congress are pressing the comptroller general to resign
before the Corte de Constitucionalidad rules on whether Congress can fire him.

Mexican firm TELMEX buys telephone company
In mid-March, the Mexican telephone company Telefonos de Mexico (TELMEX) bought an 80%
interest in Telecomunicaciones de Guatemala (TELGUA) for an undisclosed sum. TELMEX acquired
the company from Luca, a consortium of mostly Guatemalan investors that bought 95% of what was
then a state-owned company in 1998 (see NotiCen 1998-10-08). The government had turned down a
bid from TELMEX in 1997 (see NotiCen, 1997-12-18).
The governing Frente Republicano Guatemalteco (FRG) was an opposition party when the sale to
Luca went through and demanded an investigation. FRG leaders suggested that former President
Alvaro Arzu (1996-2000) and members of his family were investors in Luca, and called the deal "the
shadiest and most irregular deal ever conducted in the public sector," in part because in was unclear
who the Luca partners were.
Soon after Luca took over, it announced a partnership with TELMEX by which the Mexican
company would operate the telephone system for five years and invest in cellular telephone service
and data transmission. In 1999, TELMEX invested US$165 million in TELGUA and increased the
number of installed lines by 8%.
After buying out Luca, TELMEX promised "to offer tangible benefits" to Guatemalans
through a strategy of attracting additional capital that would create jobs and improve the local
telecommunications market. In addition to telephone service, TELMEX plans to develop cable and
wireless communication, data and video transmission, and Internet access. TELMEX also intends to
invest US$350 million in TELGUA and increase the number of telephone customers from the current
570,000 to 720,000 by 2002. The company plans to invest heavily in developing international longdistance service.
Soon after the Luca-TELMEX deal, President Alfonso Portillo's administration raised questions
about TELMEX, and a move began in Congress to investigate the transaction. An administration
spokesperson said the deal would be reviewed for possible irregularities and because it was not in
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the best interests of the people. Efrain Rios Montt, president of Congress, said the legislature might
declare the sale harmful to the public interest.
In late March, Portillo announced that he had the final report on an official investigation of the 1998
privatization. He did not say when the report would be made public or what effect, if any, it might
have on the Luca-TELMEX deal. A movement in Congress to fire officials left over from the Arzu
administration could affect some who had a hand in approving the TELGUA privatization.

Gerardi murder suspect rearrested
In a development that lends weight to the state's case against three military suspects in the 1998
Bishop Juan Gerardi murder case (see NotiCen, 1998-04-30), police rearrested former presidential
bodyguard Sgt. Jose Obdulio Villanueva. At the same time, the lead prosecutor in the case, Leopoldo
Zeissig, is seeking the conviction of Mario Orantes, a priest who lived in the bishop's rectory where
the body was found, and the bishop's cook Margarita Lopez.
On March 10, Zeissig filed a formal accusation in court against Orantes for "participation" in the
Gerardi murder. The accusation was based on scientific evidence, documents, and an eye-witness
account that indicated Orantes was at the scene of the crime but did not report it to authorities until
hours later, said Zeissig. Orantes' lawyer, Jose Toledo, called the accusation "absurd" and said the
only evidence was furnished by an indigent, Ruben Chonax Sontay, who placed Orantes at the
bishop's residence on the night of the murder. Chonax has become a pivotal witness in the case and
left Guatemala in April for reasons of personal security, Zeissig said.
Zeissig has rejected the theory proposed by his predecessor, Otto Ardon, that Orantes and his
dog Baloo attacked and killed Gerardi (see NotiCen, 1998-08-20). Orantes and Lopez are now
apparently considered accessories to the murder. The chief military suspects, Capt. Byron Lima
Oliva, Col. Disrael Lima Estrada, and Villanueva, were arrested in January (see NotiCen, 2000-02-03).
Villanueva, working as a bodyguard in the Estado Mayor Presidencial (EMP) in 1996, killed a
milkman he said was about to attack President Arzu. He was sentenced to a five-year term for the
killing and was not officially released from Sacatepequez prison in Antigua until two days after the
Gerardi murder.
Nevertheless, Chonax placed Villanueva at the rectory with Lima Oliva on the night of the murder.
Sources now say Zeissig believes Villanueva did the killing. Soon after his arrest in January,
Villanueva was released by Judge Flor de Maria Garcia Villatoro for lack of evidence. She ordered
him rearrested April 7 because of new evidence.
Zeissig said the evidence includes a statement from an inmate at Sacatepequez prison, Gilberto
Gomez Limon, who claims Villanueva was absent from the prison on the day Gerardi was
murdered. Villanueva had special privileges and was permitted to leave the prison. Zeissig has
begun an investigation of Capt. Carlos Rene Alvarado Fernandez, who brought Villanueva's pay to
the prison and testified that Villanueva signed the payroll receipt.
However, handwriting experts determined that Villanueva's signature on the receipt was false.
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Congress sacks comptroller general
On March 22, Congress voted to fire Comptroller General Marco Tulio Abadio and wants the
president to consider sacking Attorney General Carlos Garcia Regas as well. Both officials are
holdovers from the administration of President Arzu. The vote was strictly along party lines with the
governing FRG casting the only votes in favor of the measure. There was little support for Abadio,
but opposition deputies complained that Congress did not have authority to fire the comptroller and
that FRG deputies did not provided evidence to justify the charges against him.
The FRG has been after Abadio since the party took power in January. FRG deputies accused him
of negligence and mishandling government funds. They said he failed to audit state agencies,
municipal governments, and social funds. In the case of the Fondo de Desarrollo Indigena
(FODIGUA), his accusers said there was mishandling of US$6.6 million that he did nothing about.
The Corte de Constitucionalidad agreed to consider an appeal from Abadio and allowed him to keep
his job until it made a final ruling on the case. On March 10, Abadio answered scores of questions at
a special meeting with FRG deputies, after which they asked him to resign. One of his interrogators,
Deputy Byron Barrientos, wanted an explanation of how Abadio reviewed the sale of TELGUA.
Abadio said that, according to his investigation, the procedures involved in the sale were legal, "but
not moral."
Mario Rivera, leader of the FRG delegation, ended the questioning by concluding that Abadio had
shown negligence, inability to carry out his duties, and a lack of knowledge about the work of state
institutions, ministries, and social funds. "Therefore we wish to ask you for your resignation, since
you leave much to be desired in your work," said Rivera.
Abadio, who has said he does not intend to remain in the job much longer anyway, refused the
request and said he would await the ruling of the Corte de Constitucionalidad. The FRG's case
against Attorney General Garcia is based on similar charges, but only the president can remove
him from office. [Sources: Spanish News Service EFE, 03/11/00; Agence France-Presse, 03/26/00;
Notimex, 02/28/00, 03/01/00, 03/04/00, 03/10/00, 03/12/00, 04/01/00; Siglo Veintiuno (Guatemala),
03/25/00, 04/08/00, 04/11/00; Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 02/17/00, 02/19/00, 03/17/00, 03/25/00,
03/26/00, 04/07/00, 04/09/00, 04/11/00; Excelsior (Mexico), 04/11/00]
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